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Drought
by Barry Lopez

awoke one night and thought I heard rain-it was the
dry needles of fir trees falling on the roof. Men with an intolerable air of condolence have appeared, as though drawn by the
smell of death, dressed comfortably, speaking a manipulated
tongue, terminally evil. They have Inquired into the purchase of
our homes. And reporters come and go. outraged over the
absence of brown trout, which have never been here. The river
like some great whale lies dying in the forest.
in the years we have been here I have trained myself to listen to the river, not in the belief that I could understand what it
said. but only from one day to the next know its fate. The river's
language arose principally from two facts: the slightest change
in its depth brought It into contact with a different portion of
the stones along its edges and the rocks and boulders midstream that lay in its way. and so changed its tone; and
although its movement around one object may seem uniform at
any one time It is in fact changeable. Added to these majorvariations are the landings of innumerable insects on its surface.
the breaking of its waters by fish. the falling into it of leaves and
twigs, the slooshing of raccoons, the footfalls of deer; ultimately these are only commentary on the river's endless reading of
the surface of the earth over which it flows.
It was in this way that I learned before anyone else of the
coming drought. Day after day as the river fell by imperceptible
increments its song changed, notes came that were unknown to
me. I mentioned this to no one. but each morning when I awoke
I went immediately to the river's edge and listened. It was as
though I could hear the sound rain begins to make in a country
where It is not going to come for a long time.
As the water fell. however, nothing unexpected was uncovered, although the effect of standing in areas once buried
beneath the roar of the river's current was unsettling. I found
only one made object. a wheel, the kind you find on the back of
a child's tricycle. But I didn't look as closely as the others. The
wailing of the river over its last stones was difficult to bear, yet
it was this that drew me back each day, as one visits those dying
hopelessly in a hospital room. During those few hours each
morning I would catch stranded fish barehanded in shallow
pools and release them where the river still flowed. The bleaching of algae once waving green underwater to white: riverstones
once cool now hot to the touch and dry; spider webs stretched
where there had been salmon eggs snakes where there had
been trout-it was as though the river had been abandoned.
During those summer days. absorbed with the death of the
Tiver and irritated at the irreverent humor of weather forecasters
in distant cities, I retreated into a state of isolation. I fasted and
abstained as much as I felt appropriate from water. These were
only gestures, of course, but even as a boy I knew a gesture
might mean life or death and I believed the universe was similarly triggered.
From this point on.the song that came out of the river did
not bother me as much. I sat out of the way of the pounding
sun, in dark rocks shaded by the overhanging branches of alders
along the bank Their dry leaves, stirred by the breeze, fell brittle and pale around me. I slept on the bank regularly now. I
would say very simple prayers in the evening, only an expression of camaraderie, stretching my fingers gently into the darkRe"ntedtbp-ti0
c1!5e9
4
Lcad UCcett. Co.ye0 tr1r
E
ze,Lce
RW.c;rcpOht 0 19W U.c Esd~et Co. Am. E3m. H:Ita.-d All rfes resered

Bony Lopez
ness toward the inchoate source of the river's strangulation. I
did not beg. There was a power to dying, and it should be done
with grace. I was only making a gesture on the shore, a speck in
the steep, brutal dryness of the valley by a dying river.
In moments of great depression, of an unfathomable compassion in myself, I would make the agonized and tentative
movements of a dance, like a long-legged bird. I would exhort
the river.
What death we saw. Garter snake stiff as a twig in the rocks.
Trees (young ones, too young) crying out in the night, shuddering, dropping all their leaves. Farther from the river, birds falling
dead in thickets, animals dead on the paths, their hands stiffened in gestures of bewilderment and beseeching; the color
gone out of the eyes of any creature you met, for whom, out of
respect, you would step off the path to allow to pass.
Where a trickle of water still flowed there was an atmosphere of truce, more dangerous than one might imagine. As
deer and coyote sipped from the same tiny pool they abrogated
their agreement, and the deer contemplated the loss of the coyote as he would the loss of a friend; for the enemy, like the
friend, made you strong. I was alert for such moments, for they
were augury, but I was as wary of them as of any lesson learned
in death.
One moonlit evening I dreamed of a certain fish. The fish
was gray-green against light-colored stones at the bottom of a
deep pool, breathing a slow, unperturbed breathing, the largest
fish I had ever imagined living in the river. The sparkling of the
water around him and the sound of it cascading over the creek
bed made me weak and I awoke suddenly, convulsed. I knew the
fish. I knew the place. I set out immediately.
The dry riverbed was only a clatter of teetering stones now,
ricocheting off my feet as I passed, bone weary, feeling disarmed by hunger, by the dimness of the night, and by the
irrefutable wisdom and utter foolishness of what I was doing. As
I drew near the mouth of the creek the fish began to loom larger and larger and I could feel-as though my hands were
extended to a piece of cloth flapping in the darkness-both the
hope and the futility of such acts.
I found the spot where the creek came in and went up it. I
had seen the fish once in a deep pool below a rapids where he
had fed himself too well and grown too large to escape. There
was a flow of night air coming down the creek bed, rattling dry
leaves. In the faint moonlight a thousand harlequin beetles
suddenly settled on my clothing and I knew how close I was to
a loss of conviction, to rage, to hurling what beliefs I had like a
handful of pebbles into the bushes.
The beetles clung to the cloth, moved through my hair,
came into the cups of my hands as I walked, and as suddenly
were gone, and the area I stood in was familiar, the fish before
me. The rapids were gone. The pool had become a pit. In its
lowest depression the huge fish lay motionless, but for the faint
lifting of a gill cover. I climbed down to him and wrapped him
in my shirt, soaked in the pool. I had expected, I think, a fight,
to be punched in that pit by the fish who lay in my arms now
like a cold lung.
Climbing out of there, stopping wherever I could to put his
head under in some miserable pool, hurrying, I came to the

w
river and the last trickle of water, where I released him without

ceremony.
I knew, as I had known In the dream, the danger I was in but
I knew, too, that without such an act of self-assertion no act of
humility had meaning.
By now the river was only a whisper. I stood at the indistinct edge and exhorted what lay beyond the river, which now
seemed more real than the river itself. With no more strength
than there is In a bundle of sticks I tried to dance, to dance the
dance of the long-legged birds who lived in the shallows. I
danced it because I could not think of anything more beautiful.
The turning came during the first days of winter. Lynx
came down from the north to what was left of the river. Deer
were with him. And from some other direction Raccoon and
Porcupine. And from downriver Weasel and White-footed
Mouse, and from above Blue Heron and Goshawk. Badger came
up out of the ground with Mole. They stood near me in staring
silence and Iwas afraid to move. Finally Blue Heron spoke: "lie
were the first people here. We gave away all the ways of living.
Now no one remembers how to live anymore, so the river is drying up. Before we could ask for rain there had to be someone to
do something completely selfless, with no hope of success. You
went after that fish, and then at the end you were trying to
dance. A person cannot be afraid of being foolish. For everything. every gesture, Is sacred.
-Now. stand up and learn this dance. It is going to rain.'
We danced together on the bank. And the songs we danced
to were the river songs I remembered from long ago. We danced
until I could not understand the words but only the sounds, and
the sounds were unmistakably the sound rain makes when it is
getting ready to come into a country.
I awoke in harsh light one morning, moved back into the
trees and fell asleep again. I awoke later to what I thought were
fir needles falling on my cheeks but these were drops of rain.
It rained for weeks. Not hard, but steadily. The river came
back easily. There were no floods. People said it was a blessing.
They offered explanations enough. Backs were clapped, reputations lost and made, the seeds of future argument and betrayal
sown, wounds suffered and allowed, pride displayed. It was no
different from any other birth but for a lack of joy and, for that.
stranger than anything you can imagine, inhuman and presumptuous. But people go their way, and with reason; and the
hardness for some is all but unfathomable, and so begs forgiveness. Everyone has to learn how to die, that song. that
dance, alone and in time.
The river has come back to fit between its banks. To stick
your hands into the river Is to feel the cords that bind the earth
together in one piece. The sound of it at a distance is like wild
horses in a canyon, going sure-footed away from the smell of a
cougar come to them faintly on the wind.
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